The degree to which females are consistent in their mate preferences has implications for studies of sexual selection. Because choice of females for particular males may be affected by temporal changes in male characteristics, consistency of mate preferences of individual females of Poecilia reticulata was studied by presenting them with the same male pairs in consecutive trials under three experimental procedures: live males behind clear glass, live males behind one-way glass and images of males on videotape. Although females did not habituate to males in any of the experiments, they spent significantly more time in proximity to males behind clear glass than in the video and one-way glass presentations. Females preferred the bright male over the pale one in the video and the clear glass presentations, but not in the one-way glass experiment. Repeatability of preferences by individual females for a male was high in the video and one-way glass presentations but low in the clear-glass experiment. Behavioural interactions with the male in the clear-glass experiment affected both the time that females spent viewing males as well as female visual preferences. Results indicate that the video playback is not only useful for detecting differences between female preferences for morphological traits of male guppies, but is also much more effective in detecting preferences than the other two techniques, because it eliminates temporal variation in male behaviour.
Most communication systems consist of a complex series of interactions between sender and receiver (Guilford & Dawkins 1991; Harper 1991) . Courtship displays of males and female responses to these displays are an example of such a dynamic system. Motivation, reinforcement and facilitation are important in the observed variation in the intensity of a male's display and a female's response to it.
Video playback has been used successfully to study a number of communication systems, such as mate choice (Clark & Uetz 1990 , 1992 McKinnon 1995; Rowland et al. 1995a, b; Rowland 1995; Rosenthal et al. 1996) , male-male interactions (Macedonia et al. 1994) , and antipredator behaviour (Evans & Marler 1991) . The video playback technique has two advantages for studies of mate choice. It eliminates the problem of temporal variation in male motivational state, appearance and display rate, because one or more females can be repeatedly presented with an identical male image. Video playback also controls the variation in female response due to the interaction between the male and the female. Thus, it is excellent for studying consistency of individual females in their choice of males.
Consistency of female preference is important in studies of sexually selected traits. An underlying assumption of both the good genes and runaway models of sexual selection is that individual females show consistent (repeatable) preferences for particular male phenotypes (Lande 1981; Kirkpatrick 1982; Kodric-Brown & Brown 1984; Pomiankowski 1988) . Repeatability is a measure of the consistency of individual females' responses to a particular male trait and is determined from a repeated measures analysis on the same individuals (Boake 1989). Consistency of individual females' responses is difficult to study, because it is
